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(57) ABSTRACT
Diffusion bonding a stack of aluminum thin films is particu-
larly challenging due to a stable aluminum oxide coating that
rapidly forms on the aluminum thin films when they are
exposed to atmosphere and the relatively low meting tem-
perature of aluminum. By plating the individual aluminum
thin films with a metal that does not rapidly form a stable
oxide coating, the individual aluminum thin films may be
readily diffusion bonded together using heat and pressure.
The resulting diffusion bonded structure can be an alloy of
choice through the use of a carefully selected base and plating
metals. The aluminum thin films may also be etched with
distinct patterns that form a microfluidic fluid flow path
through the stack of aluminum thin films when diffusion
bonded together.

14 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets
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Select a thin-film substrate metal, one or more plating metals,
and thicknesses thereof.

Etch one or more of the substrate thin films with desired `
pattern(s). ,

Apply metal plating(s) over one or more planar surfaces of
each of the provided metal thin-films. ,

Arrange the etched and plated metallic thin-films in a ordered
and aligned stack. ,

Compress the stack of plated thin-film layers in a fixture.

Place the fixture in a controlled environment.

Heat the fixture in the controlled environment.

Cool the fixture in the controlled environment.

Release the completed diffusion-bonded part from the fixture.

350 
Heat treat the completed diffusion-bonded part.
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METALLIC THIN-FILM BONDING AND metallic thin films together and distribute the metal plating
ALLOY GENERATION evenly throughout the metallic thin films.

Other implementations are also described and recited
CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED

APPLICATIONS

The present application claims benefit of priority to U.S.
Provisional Patent Application No. 61/883,033, entitled
"Aluminum Thin-Film Bonding and Alloy Generation" and
filed on 26 Sep. 2013, which is specifically incorporated by
reference herein for all that it discloses or teaches.

This invention was made with government support under
Order #NNXI ICG15P awarded by the National Aeronautics
and Space Administration (NASA)/Johnson Space Center
(JSC). The government has certain rights in the invention.

BACKGROUND

Diffusion bonding is a solid-state fusing technique used in
metalworking, which is capable of joining similar and dis-
similar metals. More specifically, diffusion bonding utilizes
solid-state diffusion to make atoms of two solid metallic
surfaces intermingle and cross-link over time. Diffusion
bonding is typically implemented by applying high pressure
and/or temperature to the materials to be bonded and is com-
monly used to fuse alternating layers of thin metal foils.
Some metals (e.g., aluminum) readily generate a heat-

resistant oxide coating when exposed to atmospheric air. This
oxide coating may interfere with effective diffusion bonding
of the thin metal foils together. This is especially problematic
when the metal has a relatively low melting temperature, such
as aluminum, which limits the quantity of heat that can be
added during diffusion bonding while preserving any fine
features within the individual metal components. As a result,
such metals are not typically diffusion bonded unless they are
alloyed with other metals that resist oxidation and/or increase
melting temperature before the diffusion bonding process.

SUMMARY

Implementations described and claimed herein address the
foregoing problems by providing a method of diffusion bond-
ing a stack of aluminum thin films comprising: plating each of
the aluminum thin films with another metal; and applying one
or both of heat and pressure to the stack of plated aluminum
thin films for a time period sufficient to diffusion bond the
aluminum thin films together and distribute the metal plating
evenly throughout the aluminum thin films.

Implementations described and claimed herein further
address the foregoing problems by providing an aluminum
thin film structure comprising: two or more aluminum thin
films compressed together to form a stack of thin films,
wherein each of the aluminum thin films is plated with
another metal, and wherein each of the aluminum thin films
has a distinct etched pattern therein forming a microfluidic
fluid flow path through the stack of thin films.

Implementations described and claimed herein still further
address the foregoing problems by providing a method of
diffusion bonding a stack of metallic thin films comprising:
etching a distinct pattern into each of the metallic thin films;
plating each of the metallic thin films with another metal;
arranging the etched and plated metallic thin films in an
ordered and aligned stack, wherein the distinct patterns
etched into the metallic thin films forms a microfluidic fluid
flow path through the stack of metallic thin films; and apply-
ing one or both of heat and pressure to the stack of metallic
thin films for a time period sufficient to diffusion bond the

herein.
5

BRIEF DESCRIPTIONS OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates a perspective view of a thin-film bonded
structure.

10 FIG. 2 illustrates an example schematic cross-section of a
thin-film bonding fixture.
FIG. 3 illustrates example operations for bonding a plural-

ity of aluminum thin-films together and generating a desired
alloy.

15

DETAILED DESCRIPTIONS

The presently disclosed technology utilizes a plating pro-
cess to prevent substantial oxidation of the underlying metal

20 substrate. Further, the plating material and thickness may be
chosen such that a desired alloy is generated from the sub-
strate material and plating material after the diffusion bond-
ing process described in detail below is complete.

FIG. 1 illustrates a perspective view of a thin-film bonded
25 structure 100. The structure 100 is comprised of a plurality of

stacked metallic thin film layers or foils (e.g., top layer 102).
Some or all of the thin film layers within the structure 100
includes a pattern of etched voids (e.g., void 124). The etched
voids may extend partially or fully through the individual thin

30 film layers. In one implementation, the voids in the individual
thin film layers of the structure 100 may create a precise and
convoluted flow path for a fluid through the structure 100. For
example, if the structure 100 is to be used as a heat exchanger,
the voids in the individual thin film layers create a desired

35 flow path through the structure 100 when the individual thin
film layers are stacked to form the structure 100. Other imple-
mentations may utilize the voids in the individual thin film
layers for other purposes, such as weight reduction.
An array of voids within the individual thin film layers may

4o be very small and precise (i.e., fine features). For example, the
fine features have a lateral dimension (i.e., within the plane of
an individual thin film) of less than 100 microns and a depth
dimension (i.e., normal to the plane of an individual thin film)
of less than 25 microns, or half the thickness, or less, of the

45 individual thin film. In some implementations, the fine fea-
tures form microfluidic fluid flow paths through a stack of thin
film layers. In other implementations, the fine features can be
used to remove unnecessary material from the stack of thin
film layers, thereby lightening a resulting part. The fine fea-

50 tures may also be used to creating insulating layers within the
stack of thin film layers. The fine features may also be used to
create other patterns or structures within the part (e.g., bolt
patterns, threads, etc.). These fine features may be referred to
herein as microstructures. In various implementations, the

55 individual thin film layers are 25-800 microns thick and the
structure 100 is made of any number of stacked individual
thin film layers to achieve an overall part thickness.

Prior to performing a diffusion bonding process (e.g.,
operations 300 of FIG. 3), the thin film layers of the structure

60 100 are stacked and compressed together to hold them in
place and aid the diffusion bonding process. In one imple-
mentation, bolts (not shown) extend through one or more
holes (e.g., hole 126) in the structure 100 and compress the
structure 100 between two pressure plates (not shown, see

65 e.g., plates 228, 230 of FIG. 2). After the diffusion bonding
operations are complete, the bolts and pressure plates are
removed from the bonded structure 100. In various imple-
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mentations, the diffusion bonding operations form a hermetic
seal between internal passages within the structure 100
formed by the etched voids and an outside environment.

In some implementations, the structure 100 is also
machined after the bonding operations to reduce the overall
size and change the shape of the structure 100 and form a final
part. For example, the structure 100 may be machined into a
cylindrical shape with a diameter outside the pattern of etched
voids, as illustrated by dotted line 132. In one implementa-
tion, the machining occurs just outside of the outer-most
voids that are etched in the structure 100. In various imple-
mentations, the machined structure 100 yields a final part that
may be used as a heat exchanger, fluid injector, fluid combus-
tor, or other parts having finely tuned fluid paths.

FIG. 2 illustrates an example schematic cross-section of a
thin-film bonding fixture 200. The fixture 200 includes a stack
of plated thin-films 202, 204, 206, 208, 210 compressed
between compression plates 228, 230. The compression
plates 228, 230 may be component of a press or other device
used to maintain a desired compression on the plated thin-
films 202, 204, 206, 208, 210 during a diffusion bonding
process (e.g., operations 300 of FIG. 3), as illustrated by
arrows 212, 214.
Each of the plated thin-films 202, 204, 206, 208, 210

includes a substrate metal (e.g., substrate 216) and metal
plating on one or both planar surfaces of the substrate metal
(e.g., plating 218, 220). Each of the substrate metal and the
metal plating may include substantially a single metal (e.g.,
greater than 99% purity) or an alloy of two or more metals.
Further, a ratio between the thickness of the metal substrate
and the metal plating is selected so that a desired alloy is
achieved after the diffusion bonding process is complete.
More specifically, a determined quantity of heat 234 and/or

pressure (as illustrated by arrows 212, 214) is applied to the
fixture 200. This causes metal atoms within the metal plating
to fuse with adjacent metal plating in an adjacent plated
thin-film. Further, wavy arrows (e.g., wavy arrow 222) illus-
trate that the metal atoms within the metal plating also diffuse
inward into the metal substrate to achieve a substantially
homogeneous alloy. In one implementation, a homogeneous
alloy is one with less than 1% deviation in a desired % by
mass between the substrate metal and the plating metal
throughout the thickness of the diffusion bonded structure. In
another implementation, a homogeneous alloy is one with
less than 0.3% mass deviation in the plating metal(s) and less
than 2% deviation in the substrate metal(s) throughout the
thickness of the diffusionbonded structure. This alloy is made
up of the substrate metal and the plating metal at a ratio
defined by the thickness ratio between the metal substrate and
the metal plating and the relative number of metal layers
within the fixture 200. As a result, an exact desired alloy may
be created that may not otherwise be readily available.

In various implementations, the substrate thin-films are
made of a metal that is a desired component of a final alloy,
but may be difficult to directly diffusion bond to an adjacent
thin-film, for example, due to a rapidly forming stable oxide
layer (e.g., aluminum and magnesium). More specifically, a
variety of commercially available alloys may be used to form
the thin-films (e.g., 1100, 2024, 5052, 6061, 7075 aluminum
alloys). Other metals may also constitute the thin-films 202,
204, 206, 208, 210. The substrate thin-films may range from
25 to 500 microns thick and any number of the metal thin-
films may be provided in order to achieve a desired overall
thickness in conjunction with the plating thickness discussed
below.

In an implementation where the substrate thin-films are
aluminum, plating protects the thin-film surfaces from devel-

4
oping a layer of aluminum oxide. Aluminum oxides are very
stable and can prevent interlayer grain growth, which pre-
vents a good diffusion-bond from occurring. The plating does
not have such a stable oxide layer, and may go into solution

5 during the diffusion-bonding process, which aids the diffu-
sional bonding of the overall structure.
In various implementations, the plating is a metal that is

also a desired component of a final alloy and also readily
diffusion bonds to adjacent plating, for example, due to a

io slowly forming and/or unstable oxide layer (e.g., copper,
silver, nickel, manganese, chromium, and zinc). In some
implementations, multiple layers of plating may be applied to
a thin-film surface. Other metals may also constitute the plat-
ing. In an example implementation, the plating may range

15 from 0.1 to 50 microns thick.
In another implementation, the plated thin-films 202, 204,

206, 208, 210 may be diffusion bonded to a thicker mono-
lithic metal plate (not shown). For example, a number of
copper-plated aluminum thin-film layers (e.g., 50 thin-films)

20 could be diffusion bonded to a thickernickel foil for corrosion
resistance. In another example implementation, the copper-
plated aluminum thin-film layers could be bonded to a
machined metal structure (e.g., copper, nickel, or other metal
alloys).

25 In yet another implementation, thin sheets of the alloying
material may be used instead of or in addition to the metal
plating to create a desired alloy. More specifically, 20 mil
aluminum sheets may be stacked with 0.4 mil copper sheets
and then diffusion bonded together. In some implementa-

30 tions, the 20 mil aluminum sheets may also have a 0.2 mil
plating of copper as well.
FIG. 3 illustrates example operations 300 for bonding a

plurality of aluminum thin-films together and generating a
desired alloy. A selecting operation 305 selects a thin-film

35 substrate metal, one or more plating metals, and thicknesses
thereof. The substrate and plating metals and thickness are
selected such that a homogeneous mixture of the total sub-
strate and plating metal volumes yields a desired alloy after
completion of the operations 300. The desired alloy is

40 selected based on desired finished part performance require-
ments, as well as availability and cost of the selected constitu-
ent substrate and plating metals.

Further, the order of layering the plating metal(s) on the
substrate metal may be selected based on the metal oxidation

45 rates and oxide stability. More specifically, metals that oxi-
dize rapidly and/or yield relatively stable oxides are selected
as the substrate and/or interior plating. Since these metals are
quickly covered by one or more additional metals in a con-
trolled environment, the opportunity for oxidation is reduced

50 or eliminated. Metals that oxidize slowly and/or yield rela-
tively unstable oxides are selected as exterior plating. Since
the outer layer oxides are slow to form and are broken down
easily, these oxides do not create a significant barrier to dif-
fusion boding if the diffusion bonding occurs within a rea-

55 sonable time frame based on the oxidation rate of plating.
An etching operation 310 etches one or more of the sub-

strate thin films with desired pattern(s). In various implemen-
tations, distinct patterns are partially and/or fully etching into
different substrate thin films within a stack of thin films. In

60 some implementations, the etched patterns form a desired
flow path through the stack of etched thin films. In other
implementations, the etching operation 310 is omitted. An
applying operation 315 applies metal plating(s) over one or
more of the planar surfaces of the provided metal thin-films.

65 The applying operation 315 may be accomplished using any
convenient plating process (e.g., electroplating, electroless
plating, vapor deposition, and/or sputter deposition). In some
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implementations, a chemical etch is applied to the metal-thin-
films to remove any oxides in preparation for the applying
operation 315. In some implementations, the applying opera-
tion 315 is performed prior to the etching operation 310. This
may occur when there is a concern with coolant compatibility
with the resulting alloy or material property changes due to
the alloying effect.
An arranging operation 320 arranges the etched and plated

metallic thin-films in an ordered and aligned stack. In some
implementations, the arranging operation 320 creates a
desired flow path through the stack of etched thin films when
the individual etched thin films are stacked in order and
properly aligned. A compression operation 325 compresses
the stack of thin-film layers in a fixture. In some implemen-
tations, the fixture uses compression screws to establish a
predetermined compression magnitude on the stack of plated
thin-film layers. In other implementations, the fixture utilizes
a press to maintain the predetermined compression magni-
tude on the stack of plated thin-film layers.
A placing operation 330 places the fixture in a controlled

environment. In an example implementation, the controlled
environment is a vacuum (or near-vacuum) chamber. Sub-
stantially all air is pumped out of the chamber prior to heating
operation 335 discussed in detail below. In some implemen-
tations, a quantity of process gas (e.g., argon or hydrogen-
argon) is added to the vacuum chamber to assist the diffusion
bonding process (e.g., allow for increased temperature pro-
cessing). In various implementations, 200-800 microns/Hg of
process gas is added to the evacuated chamber.
The heating operation 335 heats the compressed stack of

plated thin-film layers within the controlled environment at a
predetermined temperature for a predetermined time period.
The compression magnitude, temperature, and/or time period
for the heating operation 335 are carefully selected to achieve
both diffusion bonding of the plated thin-films and substantial
diffusion of the plating material into the substrate thin-film
material, thus creating a substantially homogeneous diffusion
bonded alloy. The compression magnitude, temperature, and
time period are also selected such that the plated thin-film
layers diffusion-bond, but do not melt together.

In some implementations, the heating operation 335 fol-
lows a heating temperature schedule and/or a compression
magnitude schedule that defines the heating operation 335
over the predetermined time period. The heating temperature
schedule may ramp up over time with a peak that nears, but
does not exceed the melt temperature of the underlying metal-
lic thin-films. The compression magnitude schedule may
ramp down over time as the plated thin-film layers become
soft near the melt temperature. In an example implementa-
tion, the predetermined compression magnitude ranges from
0.5-4 kpsi, the predetermined temperature ranges from 450-
600 degrees Celsius, and the determined time period ranges
from 20-120 minutes.
A cooling operation 340 cools the fixture within the con-

trolled environment for a determined time period. In an
example implementation, the cooling operation 340 follows a
cooling temperature schedule over the predetermined time
period. Once the fixture is sufficiently cooled, a releasing
operation 345 releases the completed diffusion-bonded part
from the fixture. The completed diffusion-bonded part is now
substantially homogeneous and has composition of the
desired alloy. Any etched fluid paths through the stack of
etched thin films remain in the completed diffusion-bonded
part.
A heat-treating operation 350 treats the completed diffu-

sion-bonded part to enhance a desired performance charac-
teristic(s) of the completed part. The heat-treating operation

6
350 utilizes one or more techniques (e.g., annealing, case
hardening, precipitation strengthening, tempering, and
quenching) to harden or soften the complete diffusion-
bonded part as desired for the intended application of the

5 complete diffusion-bonded part. In an example implementa-
tion, the completed part is annealed at 450-550 degrees Cel-
sius to increase tensile strength of the completed part. In some
implementations, the heat-treating operation 350 is not
needed and thus omitted.

10 The logical operations making up the embodiments of the
invention described herein are referred to variously as opera-
tions, steps, objects, or modules. Furthermore, it should be
understood that logical operations may be performed in any
order, adding and/or omitting operations as desired, unless

15 explicitly claimed otherwise or the claim language inherently
necessitates a specific order.
The above specification, examples, and data provide a

complete description of the structure and use of exemplary
embodiments of the invention. Since many embodiments of

20 the invention can be made without departing from the spirit
and scope of the invention, the invention resides in the claims
hereinafter appended. Furthermore, structural features of the
different embodiments may be combined in yet another
embodiment without departing from the recited claims.

25 What is claimed is:
1. A method of diffusion bonding a stack of aluminum

films comprising:
etching a distinct pattern into each of the aluminum films;
plating each of the aluminum films with another metal; and

30 applying one or both of heat and pressure to the stack of
plated aluminum films for a time period sufficient to
diffusion bond the films together and achieve a substan-
tially homogenous alloy, wherein the distinct patterns
form a microfluidic fluid flow path through the stack of

35 aluminum films.
2. The method of claim 1, wherein the metal plating

includes one or more of copper, silver, nickel, manganese,
chromium and zinc.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the aluminum films are
40 each made of an aluminum alloy.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the distinct patterns
etched into the aluminum films form a microstructure within
the stack of aluminum films.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the metal plating forms
45 an oxide at a slower rate than the aluminum films.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the metal plating forms
a less stable oxide than the aluminum films.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the diffusion bonded
films forms an alloy distinct from the aluminum films and the

50 metal plating.
8. The method of claim 1, wherein both heat and pressure

is applied to the stack of plated aluminum to diffusion bond
the films together.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein decreasing pressure is
55 applied to the stack of plated aluminum films during the

diffusion bonding time period.
10. The method of claim 1, wherein increasing heat is

applied to the stack of plated aluminum films during the
diffusion bonding time period.

60 11. The method of claim 1, further comprising:
bonding the stack of films to a monolithic metal plate.
12. A method of diffusion bonding a stack of metallic films

comprising:
etching a distinct pattern into each of the metallic films;

65 plating each of the metallic films with another metal;
arranging the etched and plated metallic films in an ordered

and aligned stack, wherein the distinct patterns etched
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into the metallic films forms a microfluidic fluid flow
path through the stack of metallic films; and

applying one or both of heat and pressure to the stack of
metallic films for a time period sufficient to diffusion
bond the metallic films together and achieve a substan- s
tially homogenous alloy.

13. The method of claim 12, wherein the metal plating
includes one or more of copper, silver, nickel, manganese,
chromium, and zinc.

14. The method of claim 12, wherein the metallic films are io
each made of one or both of aluminum and magnesium.
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